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Transcribing and Translating Early NineteenthCentury Moravian Missionary Diaries
ROWENA MCCLINTON

T

his paper illuminates the importance of the
Moravian Archives as a major repository for the
study of Cherokee culture, missionary contributions to the understanding of Native history, the editorial
approaches taken to render the best textual treatment of
the documents, and the overall significance of the documents as they relate to Cherokee culture.

The Diaries
Located at the Moravian Archives in Winston-Salem,
North Carolina, the diaries of missionaries to the Cherokees are significant untapped sources for Native American history. Written in German Script, an archaic writing
convention that few scholars can decipher, the
Springplace Diaries (1801-1833) describe early nineteenth-century Moravian interaction with the Cherokees.
Located in the Cherokee Nation for almost thirty-three
years, the Springplace Mission had reason to boast of its
longevity: they enjoyed the longest sojourn of any Christian group before Cherokee removal in 1838-1839. During this span, Cherokees faced land cessions, removals to
the West, the Creek War (1813-1814), nativistic movements, the Ghost Dance Movement (1811-1813) and
White Path's rebellion (1827-1828), and the restructuring
of Cherokee government from a traditional to a republican one.
The missionary diaries divulge Cherokees' reactions
to increasing white encroachment and their forging of
pragmatic adaptations to their traditional way of life. Additionally, the manuscripts contain considerable information about African bondsmen because Cherokee neighbors were slaveholders and frequently allowed their
bondspeople to attend Moravian services. The chronicling
of the encounters among these disparate groups parallels
government records of the time, but the accounts
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differ because Moravians encountered Cherokee life on
a personal basis. Because of the historical significance of
these descriptions during this vital era, the Moravian Archives provide an excellent case study for understanding
the dynamics of cultural contact, an issue of national
concern and relevance.
Moravians, or the Unity of the Brethren, are a Pietist
German-speaking group from Central Europe who came
to British North America to evangelize Native Americans.
They settled in Savannah, Georgia, in 1735, and in
Bethlehem, Pennsylvania, in 1741. From Bethlehem these
pacifists carried the Christian gospel to the "heathen:' the
"untutored sons of the forest.»! In 1753, the Brethren
founded Wachovia, present-day Winston-Salem, North
Carolina, and the surrounding area. Salem Brethren made
exploratory forays into Cherokee territory to evaluate the
possibility of establishing a Moravian mission, but wars
in continental North America during the latter half of the
eighteenth century postponed their efforts to found a
spiritual outpost. Almost fifty years later, in 1801, the
Brethren built Springplace Mission, a site in present-day
northwestern Georgia.
The most important missionaries during this period
were John and Anna Rosina Gambold, highly disciplined
.and regimented individuals who ministered to the Cherokees from 1805 to 1821. Their diaries form the ~ore of
this essay. Careful observers of Cherokee tradition, the
Gambolds recorded their frontier experiences several
times a week in these diaries, and their accounts provide
details of their own spiritual odyssey as well as their ministry to the Cherokees.
Since the Moravians sent the Gambolds from Salem
to Springplace, the Salem Springplace Diary, 1805 through
1821, has been designated the "parent document."2 Transcriptions (as nearly literal as possible) were made of the
complete diaries. The original orthography was retained
on the advice of scholars in the fields of German language and religion. These researchers are interested in the
language of early nineteenth-century immigrant Germans
and in the antiquated forms of Pietistic language. The
translations were based on these transcriptions.
German dialect expressions that do not translate

smoothly into English are not preserved in the translations. Rather, to execute the proper translation, the intent
of the author is followed as closely as possible but with
meticulous attention to idiomatic English. Brackets are
not used. German punctuation and capitalization are not
followed in the translation. In the translation, dates are
underlined as in the original.
In annotating, identification of all the people who
come into the mission is attempted but without undue
research. Since the spellings of Cherokee and English
family and place names vary, the initial appearance of a
proper name is footnoted and given all the spellings that
have been found in these materials and others. After the
name surfaces initially, spellings are standardized in the
translation. For various spellings of the same place name,
the reader can refer to the complete transcription of the
diaries.
Moravians coined certain terms. For example,
Singstunde, or f?ymn-sermon, is a ritual idiosyncratic to
Moravian worship services. Its meaning is explained in a
footnote, and the Moravian term is retained and italicized
when it appears in the diary translation.
The main problem with the translations is maintaining the cultural context for the German word Neger or
Negro in English. The missionaries' use of Negerharbored
the full sense of humanity. The founder of the Renewed
Moravian Church, Saxon Count Nicholas Ludwig von
Zinzendorf, in exhorting his followers to go among the
forgotten peoples of the world, demanded that they not
look upon other cultures with contempt. This usage negates references to Africans as chattel. Additionally, this
term employed by the missionaries had not achieved the
negative implications that other European cultures inculcated into their worldview to justify regarding slaves as
mere property.
Early nineteenth-century Moravians considered all
"heathens" (in this case Africans and Cherokees) in a
cultural rather than a racial context. Hence, the edition
applies the words early nineteenth-century Moravian missionaries used when referring to Neger (Negro) and Indianer
(Indian). Moravians applied the term Heiden (heathen) to
denote nonbeliever but without the negative preconceptions; this expression also refers to foreigners.

The Significance of the Diaries
The Gambold diaries reveal that the mission had a twofold purpose: teaching Cherokee children English and
Christianizing the Cherokees. In order for Cherokee youth
to receive the full benefit of the mission's educational goal,
Cherokees wanted their youth to room and board at

Springplace. Over the years, eighty-five children lived and
studied with the Gambolds. In the intimacy of the mission, the Gambolds learned from the children and their
families and gained remarkable insight into the private as
well as the public affairs of the Cherokees. Furthermore,
Springplace was a popular stop for travelers. Thus, direct
and extended contact with Cherokee people of all ages
and positions occurred almost daily. Few, if any, nonCherokees knew them as well as the Gambolds.
Among Cherokee families who welcomed the
Moravians were two brothers, David Ouati (Watie) and
The Ridge, later known as Major Ridge.They believed that
the best way for Cherokees to preserve their independent
homeland was to create an educated elite of Cherokee
youth. Through schooling in English and training in the
ways of American society, Cherokee children would mature to assume leadership roles and guide the efforts of
the Cherokee Nation to resist the continual encroachment
on their lands and resources.
David Ouati's two sons, Buck and Stand, and Major
Ridge'S son John, along with dozens of other young men
and women, studied at Springplace.3 Buck Ouati, who later
changed his name to Elias Boudinot, became editor of the
Nation's bilingual newspaper, Cherokee Phoenix. John Ridge
became a political leader and frequently represented
Cherokee interests in Washington. In the 1830s, Boudinot
and Ridge, along with their families and others, formed a
movement in support of removal to the West. Although
most Cherokees opposed their stance, they believed that
escape from the East, with its constant contact with aggressive Americans, was the only way to preserve the
Cherokee Nation intact.
Moravian records convey how these families and
others struggled to accommodate new ideas and reshape
their culture in order to survive and prosper in a world becoming less tolerant of diversity. Naturally, the missionaries viewed mission education as significant in the lives
of Cherokee people. This education played a primary role
in developing Cherokee adaptability and flexibility, important to a society confronting momentous change.
Even though the missionaries attracted a number of
Cherokee youth to Springplace (the most they housed at
one time was thirteen), they noticed less interest in matters of Christianity. However, they were particularly interested in converting prominent Cherokees since these presumably would lead other Cherokees to Christianity. Few
Cherokees converted, but the high proftle of the Cherokees who did convert influenced not only the history of
the Cherokee Nation but the lives of the missionaries as
well. On 13 August 1810,4 the missionaries witnessed the
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"first fruit" of their labors, the conversion of Margaret
Ann Vann Crutchfield (nee Scott), the widow of
Moravian patron and Cherokee leader James Vann. 5
Charles Hicks, the uncle of Margaret Ann or Peggy Vann
Crutchfield, attended her baptismal rites. Later he himself
expressed an interest in becoming a Moravian. Hicks was
baptized 16 April 1813 with the baptismal name Charles
Renatus. 6 A bilingual businessman, Hicks was also an interpreter for federal agents and missionaries, and he promoted education, commerce, and acculturation in general. 7 Many of the Cherokee students either had family ties
with Hicks and Crutchfield or knew them through National Council meetings and other ways.
Likewise, the religious expression of these two cultures differed dramatically. The Cherokees adhered to a
strict classification structure which produced an elaborate
ritual and ceremonial system. The Cherokees valued order and believed things should stay in their place; therefore, they attached special meanings to anomalies because these occurred along the interstices of their categorical system. Substances which belonged inside the
body but were expelled received particular attention;
thus breath, blood, and saliva possessed mystical properties which healed or induced death. 8
These records reveal that Cherokee visitors to
Springplace received a spiritual education whether they
attended services or not. In the missionaries' homes,
as well as in the church, hung paintings of the crucified Christ with blood flowing from the stab wound.
Often, Moravian missionaries called upon one of their
pupils to tell visiting parents and other Cherokees
about the suffering, death, and resurrection of Christ.
The Cherokees politely listened to these stories but
showed little genuine interest. 9
These paintings of the Crucifixion represented not
just the death of a person, but the death of God, which
evoked a sense of blasphemy for the Cherokees. The
missionaries heard that when The Little Broom looked
at a painting of Christ, he laughed. The Moravians lamented the fact that the centerpiece of Christianity, the
Crucifixion, created little awe among the Cherokees. lo
The Moravians also consumed the body and blood of
their God, which to the Cherokees was taboo. The
Cherokees placed blood and flesh in opposite categories, and they considered animals who ate even flesh as
abominations. 11 Christianity probably seemed so incomprehensible to many Cherokees that they remained
uncertain whether religion and western medicine applied to them. 12
Moravians were obsessed with holding Christian
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services without interference from the Cherokee traditional ceremonies that took place frequently in the neighborhood of Springplace and brought Moravians into contact with Cherokee customs.When the Moravians heard
that the Cherokee ball play, "little brother to war," would
take place in a field nearby, they went to Hicks to persuade
his countrymen to find another place. Ball play took place
anyway, and the missionaries' records provide a detailed
description of the scene. 13
Cherokees from all corners of the Nation came to
Springplace on their way to hold ball plays nearby. A traditional contest with ritual importance, the ball play was
also a boisterous event accompanied by gambling and, in
the nineteenth century, drinking. The "heathenish" noises
caused by the ball play threatened to interfere with the
Moravian desire for reverent services free of disturbances.
The Cherokees also held all-night dances in the vicinity of
Springplace, and they invited African bondsmen from the
Two pages from the Springplace Diary for 1815. The page on the
left is in the hand of Anna Rosina Kliest Gambold, in German
script; the page on the right is in the hand of a copyist. Photos
courtesy of Moravian Archives, Winston-Salem, North Carolina.

Vann estate and sometimes even children from the mission school to join them in their preparation for "little
brother to war." Dances began soon after dark and continued until dawn of the contest day.14
To the missionaries' dismay, Springplace figured in
some of the more overtly religious practices associated
with the ball play. The Cherokees encroached on their
premises to use the nearby spring-branch of the
Connesauga River for purification rites before and after
the ball play. Furthermore, ball players sought spiritual and
physical strength from juice extracted from the roots of
wild crabapple trees that grew on the site. IS
Missionaries had other objections. Players stripped
nearly naked, and indeed so did some in the audience. As
was the custom during the competition, Cherokees made
bets and gambled their garments for the side they thought
would win. 16 Unclothed Cherokees who walked home
from ball plays along the lane which led to the Federal
Road horrified the missionaries, who opposed not only
the Cherokees' nakedness but young and old of both
sexes walking side by sideP
Additionally, these records divulge the effect natural
phenomena had on Cherokee worldviews. They visited

the mission in hopes of obtaining a further understand-·
ing of natural disasters. Many Cherokees discerned natural disasters as signs that they should revert to their ancestral beliefs. Beginning in 1811, a series of earthquakes
alarmed the Cherokees. Chief Bead Eye, his brother, the
Trunk, a neighbor of the missionaries, and a few other
Indians came into Springplace and told the missionaries
that the earth was old and that it would crumble very soon.
Some Cherokees thought a snake had moved under their
houses, and others believed conjurors had caused the
earthquakes. The missionaries, relying on their own spiritual explanation, ascribed the trembles to God, who
caused them to punish sinners. IS
In response to catastrophes, a prophet named Charley had a vision from the Great Spirit. The Great Spirit
told him that the Cherokees should abandon the ways of
the whites and return to the traditional culture of their
ancestors: their dances, the hunt, and the like. The Ghost
Dance Movement, as this revitalization effort has been
called, lasted from 1811 to 1813 and brought about a feeling of nationalism and nativism. 19
Other Cherokees viewed natural disasters as a way to
warn fellow Cherokees. Taking charge of a Council meeting in 1812, where missionary John Gambold was
present, Sour Mush scolded known horse thieves
whom he claimed were some of the same people who
feared the earth caving in. Sour Mush said, ''As the
earth moved sometimes a short time ago, you were in
great anxiety and feared you would sink down into it,
but when you go among the white people to break
down their stables and steal their horses, you are not
afraid, and there is much greater danger, for if they
should catch you in such an act, they would surely
shoot you down, and then you would surely be sunk
into the earth."20
While Cherokees sought pragmatic solutions to
natural catastrophes, the records disclose that they
turned to the missionaries for advice. As frontier encroachment went unabated, the Cherokees accepted
Moravian missionaries on a prolonged basis because
they provided the tools necessary to preserve the
Cherokee national domain.
These Moravian missionary records convey a society under enormous strain. Moravian records expose
how Cherokee families struggled to accommodate new
ideas and reshape their culture in order to survive and
prosper in a world becoming less tolerant of diversity.
Naturally, the missionaries viewed mission education as
significant in the lives of Cherokee people. Likewise,
many parents realized that their children's world would
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